Testimony Regarding HB 5600 September 27, 2012
Members of the Judiciary Committee,

Thank you for taking up HB 5600 in your committee this week, and acknowledging the importance of changing
our juvenile set-aside laws. | support the changes to the law found in HB 5600, and urge all of you to do the
same. Specifically,

1. The ability to set aside juvenile offenses related to more than 1 disposition.

2. The ability to set aside multiple juvenile offenses related to a single disposition if no subsequent offenses
have been committed. These kids are our best examples of a juvenile justice system that works.

3. Removal of the use of adult sentencing guidelines to restrict eligibility for set-aside of a juvenile offense.

While I support the Holmes Youthful Training Act, this act allows young adults aged 17 — 20 convicted in adult
court, even for multiple felony offenses to not have a criminal record. Ironically, younger, less-culpable juvenile
offenders adjudicated in juvenile court for the very same offenses do have a public criminal record. This is
unjust. Further, years ago when these laws were created, I'm sure legislators never imagined what the world
would do with such information, and how greatly harmful it would become—even to a juvenile offender.

In 1974, Congress adopted the Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Act. “The purpose of the Act is to
remove juveniles from the ordinary criminal process in order to avoid the stigma of a prior criminal
conviction and to encourage treatment and rehabilitation.”? Yet, these juvenile offenders become adults and
struggle to go to college, find a job and housing, and to dodge the stigma of their juvenile criminal record--even
though they’ve gone on to be law abiding citizens that deserve the opportunity to go before the court to prove
that, and to be free of the lifelong burdens and stigma of a juvenile offense.

Lastly, as an 18 year juvenile advocate, | want to leave you with two events | experienced in the past 6 weeks.
The first involved a young man that is 29 years old. He was adjudicated of an offense at age 12. He's married,
has 3 children, lives in government subsidized housing, has a part time job, recently completed his associate
degree, and has had no subsequent offense of any kind—not even a traffic ticket! He works hard to keep his
head above water. About 8 weeks ago he applied to a university here in Michigan to continue his education.
Answering truthfully on the application, he admitted that he had a juvenile offense on his record. He was
denied admission specifically because of it. After calling me, | assisted him in appealing the decision and
obtaining a hearing which | accompanied him to. He was asked to provide documents regarding his offense
which he did not have—after all he was only 12 years old then, and it was now 17 years later. At what point
does this young man get to put his juvenile offense behind him? This is not healthy; not for him, or society.

The second event occurred 2 weeks ago. I received a phone call from a young man that had a juvenile offense
in Michigan also at age 12, but was now living in Florida. 1 had been assisting him with some things in Florida,
and thought he was calling for this reason. Instead, this 26 years old man was crying, and told me I no longer
would need to help him because he was about to kill himself. He was tired of being judged by his record when
applying for jobs, and felt worthless because he could not support his family. This young man has suffered a
number of injustices in his adult life because of his juvenile offense. His life epitomizes why greater sensitivity
is needed towards those adjudicated as a juvenile, and why Michigan'’s set-aside law needs to change.

I thank Rep. Haveman for his courage and integrity in introducing HB 5600, Again, | urge you to support it.
Sharon Denniston, Juvenile Advocate

P.S. I'hope I never have to receive another phone call like that again. The young man later confided that the reason he’d called me was
because | was one of the few people that understood the injustices he faces.
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